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DOING THEOLOGY WITH CORNELIO FABRO:
KIERKEGAARD, MARY, AND THE CHURCH
JOSHUA FURNAL
Durham University
Philosophy must keep up its guard against the desire to be edifying.
– G.W.F. Hegel1
As philosophy of the act of being,
Thomism is not another existential philosophy,
it is the only one.
– Etienne Gilson2
Although he is not always recognised as such, Søren Kierkegaard has been an important ally for
Catholic theologians since the early twentieth century. I introduce for the first time in English
the constructive theological features in the underexplored writings of the Italian Thomist,
Cornelio Fabro. In the first section, I set the stage with Fabro’s historical context to show
Fabro’s desire to negotiate his loyalty to the Thomist revival after Aeterni Patris and the claims
of the modern world. In the second, I focus on Fabro’s recovery of Kierkegaard’s writings as a
way into understanding Fabro’s wider project of renewal in Catholic theology. Specifically,
I draw upon Fabro’s treatment of Kierkegaard’s Mariology and Ecclesiology as two
counter-intuitive examples of Catholic theological renewal. I conclude with some observations
regarding how Fabro’s constructive theological contribution deepens and expands current
understanding of ressourcement theology in the twentieth century. My aim is not just to narrate
a vital moment in the history of Catholic engagement with Kierkegaard, but also to provide a
representative entry point for Kierkegaard’s writings to continue to stimulate reform and
renewal in contemporary Catholic theology in the wake of the ressourcement movement.
To some readers, Kierkegaard and Thomas Aquinas are antithetical thinkers. In defence of
such a preconception, these readers point to a deep Thomist suspicion of Kierkegaard’s
so-called ‘irrationalism’ like that portrayed by Alasdair MacIntyre3; yet many Kierkegaard
scholars have debunked this portrayal as a common misconception.4 It is rare, however, to
discover someone who would identify himself as both a Kierkegaardian and a Thomist. To the
English-speaking world, Cornelio Fabro (1911–1995) is not much more than an obscure
footnote in the history of Thomism; this footnote signals Fabro’s ground-breaking recovery of
the Neoplatonic concept of participation in Thomas’ metaphysics.5 However, such treatment
risks reducing Fabro’s legacy to his doctoral thesis and fails to convey the breadth and depth of
the rest of his life’s work: such as advising the Congregation for the Doctrine of Faith and the
preparatory meetings of the Second Vatican Council on which he served as peritus,6 or trans-
lating the writings of Søren Kierkegaard into Italian and appropriating his insights for Catholic
theology. Fabro goes so far as to claim that Kierkegaard’s writings arrive not infrequently at the
threshold of Catholicism, or to be more precise, of Thomism.7
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I introduce here for the first time in English the constructive theological features of the
underexplored writings of this Italian Thomist. Rather than providing an exhaustive account of
Fabro’s distinctive reading of Kierkegaard or Thomas (a worthy idea for a future article), I will
first lay out the groundwork for demonstrating Fabro’s relevance for contemporary constructive
theology. In the first, part I provide the historical context to illustrate Fabro’s desire to negotiate
his loyalty to the Thomist revival after Aeterni Patris with the claims of the modern world.
Although Fabro is virtually unknown in the English-speaking world, his desire to build a bridge
between continental philosophy and Thomism is a desirable asset for contemporary Catholic
theology. In the second, part I focus on Fabro’s recovery of Kierkegaard’s writings as a means
to understand Fabro’s wider project of renewal in Catholic theology. Specifically, I draw on
Fabro’s treatment of Kierkegaard’s Mariology and Ecclesiology as two counter-intuitive exam-
ples of Catholic theological renewal. I conclude with some observations regarding how Fabro’s
constructive theological contribution deepens and expands current understandings of ressource-
ment theology. My aim is not just to narrate a key moment in the history of Catholic engagement
with Kierkegaard, but also to provide a representative entry point for Kierkegaard’s writings to
continue to stimulate reform and renewal in contemporary Catholic theology in the wake of the
ressourcement movement. In particular, Fabro offers a fruitful pathway for re-framing theology
in the post-conciliar Church especially after the encyclical Fides et Ratio (1998)—a document
that gives a remarkable endorsement of Kierkegaard.8
FABRO’S CONTEXT: THE LEONINE REVIVAL AND THE KIERKEGAARD RENAISSANCE
With the exception of seventeen journal articles, virtually all of Fabro’s writings remain
untranslated into English. God in Exile (1968)9 is the only book that was published in English
and it did not focus on Thomas or his metaphysics, but rather, on modern atheism. However,
Fabro’s discovery of Kierkegaard’s theology beneath his atheistic commentators (such as
Heidegger and Sartre), is just as revolutionary as Fabro’s discovery of Thomas beneath his
Neo-Scholastic commentators. Indeed, Kierkegaard is just as influential on Fabro as is
Thomas10, and much of Fabro’s work introduces the Catholic inheritance of Kierkegaard’s
thought to those already familiar with Thomas, and re-introduces the originality of
Kierkegaard’s writings to those for whom his theological significance in continental philosophy
has been overlooked.
Prior to Fabro’s groundbreaking work, it was difficult for some Catholic readers of
Kierkegaard to see his compatibility with Catholicism due to the misperception that
Kierkegaard was a representative of atheistic existentialism and irrationalism. Fabro’s work
corrects this misunderstanding by reading Kierkegaard closer to the Aristotle of St. Thomas, and
by showing that Kierkegaard’s Lutheran critique of the State Church did not amount to an
anti-ecclesiology but rather to a fruitful resource for ecumenism. In this article, I introduce and
explore the constructive features of Fabro’s theology to discern Fabro’s contemporary rel-
evance. In this endeavour I will briefly situate Fabro in his Leonine context and within the
emergence of the European reception of Kierkegaard in order to then underscore how Fabro’s
work overturns the influence of both Neo-Scholasticism and modern atheism.
The distinctiveness of Fabro’s project comes into focus when we read his works alongside
several works from the Thomist revival after Pope Leo XIII’s Encyclical Aeterni Patris
(1879).11 Wayne Hankey has described Aeterni Patris as ‘the courageous war plan of an
embattled church’ that engendered a movement that fatefully mirrors the philosophical context
which it endeavoured to supplant.12 Pope Leo XIII set two aims for his theologians and
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philosophers: to use St. Thomas to separate philosophy from, and subordinate it to, theology.
As Hankey persuasively argues, separating theology from philosophy required an emphasis on
‘the Aristotelian aspects of Thomas’ thought’ with ‘its Platonic elements played down’ in order
to allow the sciences to become independent from each other. Whilst subordinating philoso-
phy to theology required that once ‘the ground of theology in a revelation to faith was stressed
and the dependence of theology on philosophy diminished, the sciences were easily subordi-
nated to ecclesiastical theology’.13 As a result, the possibility for genuine dialogue with the
modern world became more difficult, if not impossible. Pope Leo’s dilemma generated
various genres of Thomism that internalised the dilemma all the way down.14 It was not until
Fabro’s project that the Neoplatonic metaphysics of participation in Thomas came to the fore
in an engagement with continental philosophy, which receives a distinctively Kierkegaardian,
rather than Kantian, presentation.15 Indeed, it was precisely Kierkegaard’s critique of ration-
alism that was attractive to Fabro at a time when Neo-Scholasticism could not manage such
a critical distance.16
After Kierkegaard’s death in 1855, it took many years for his writings to emerge in trans-
lation outside of Denmark.17 By 1922 only twelve volumes (out of twenty-eight)18 were
translated into German.19 In Europe this reception was known as the Kierkegaard Renaissance,
and it categorized Kierkegaard as either a Romantic literary figure or as a Hegelian forerunner
of existentialism, occluding the theological import of Kierkegaard’s writings—notably in the
work of Martin Heidegger, Jean-Paul Sartre, and Karl Jaspers.20 Prior to 1948 Italian
Kierkegaard scholars struggled to distinguish themselves from the interpretive strategies
of their French and German predecessors, which were constructed upon only a portion of
Kierkegaard’s pseudonymous writings. It was not until Fabro’s introduction and translation of
Kierkegaard’s Journals and Papers (1948–65) that the theological aspects of Kierkegaard’s
writings began to come into focus for many Catholic readers.21 According to Andrea Scara-
muccia, Fabro’s translation of the Journals ‘was at the time the most extensive edition in
translation, surpassing those of Haecker in German, Dru in English, and Tisseau in French.
Even today it is second only to the collection by the Hongs’.22
UNCOVERING KIERKEGAARD
In his account of his own intellectual development, Fabro recalls his first encounter with
Kierkegaard as ‘partly a disgrace’ [una mezza disgrazia] due to Christoph Schrempf’s ‘unin-
telligible jargon’ in the German translation of The Concept of Anxiety, which Fabro read in the
National Library of Rome in 1940—a year after publishing his dissertation on Thomas’
metaphysics of participation.23 Fabro was drawn to this book because it was ‘in vogue’, and
since the ‘Kierkegaard’ he first encountered was through second hand knowledge, it led him to
see how Kierkegaard was being ‘exploited to negate philosophy and deviate from theology, in
order to give a free pass to the latest forms of French and German immanentism and various
dialectical theologies’.24 Fabro identifies two obstacles that prevented Kierkegaard’s writings
from taking on a more prominent role in Italy:
On one hand, the obstacle of secularisation—whether socialist or liberal—which cannot
receive the Christian message of Kierkegaard and continues to overwhelm the culture
of Italy, already guided by [Benedetto] Croce or [Giovanni] Gentile at the time of
fascism and now continued especially by cultural centres and social-communist publish-
ing houses. On the other hand, there is the obstacle of the deafness of the Catholic
environment.25
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It was Fabro’s newfound commitment to reading Kierkegaard in Danish, and to recovering a
more theological reading of Kierkegaard that enabled Fabro ‘more than anything else, to
endure the enormous hardship of the war’.26 But most of all, it was his
friendship with Prof. [Erik] Peterson that matured during the war, which was the decisive
stimulus for knowing the authentic Kierkegaard as theologian and philosopher, essayist and
polemicist. It was [Peterson] that recommended to me the itinerary of Papirer as the first and
only hermeneutical guide, which made me read in the German translation the celebrated
essayist, writer and theologian Theodor Haecker, his personal friend who also, like him, was
received into Catholicism under the decisive influence of the great Dane.27
Through such a connection to both Erik Peterson and Theodor Haecker, Fabro comes closer to
the circle of influential friendships connected to ressourcement figures like Henri de Lubac,
Hans Urs von Balthasar, and Joseph Ratzinger. Importantly, Fabro sees himself as inheriting the
earlier Kierkegaardian Catholic tradition of Theodor Haecker, Erik Przywara, Romano Guar-
dini, and Erik Peterson.28 It is a tradition that Fabro says
vigorously stimulated the German soil for a renewal in Catholic thought from a Kierkegaard-
ian perspective but . . . after the war, the influence of Kierkegaard on Catholic theology was
suffocated by the invasion of the anti-metaphysical ontology . . . [of] Heidegger, [by] more
boisterous [chiassoso] and influential representatives like Karl Rahner.29
Hence, Fabro emphatically states that his ‘encounter with Kierkegaard has been no less decisive
than that of St. Thomas’.30 Fabro goes on to say that
just as the metaphysics of Thomas forever liberated me from the formalism and emptiness of
scholastic controversies, so Kierkegaard’s Christian existentialism liberated me from an infe-
riority complex toward thought; or to be more precise, toward the babble of the continuous
stream of systems in modern and contemporary philosophy, revealing to me their anti-human
and anti-Christian background.31
Fabro is drawn to Kierkegaard’s work because ‘it is realist, without falling into dogmatism; it
is dialectical, without falling into scepticism; it is phenomenological with an exceptional
intuition, without falling into nihilism’.32 Fabro attributes these desirable aspects to the fact that
Kierkegaard sat at the feet of the Greeks and Fabro sees Kierkegaard as explicitly ‘reclaiming
the classic realism’ of Plato and Aristotle.33 It is for this reason that Fabro detects a conceptual
affinity between Kierkegaard and Thomas.34 Thus, Fabro claims that Kierkegaard’s writings rise
‘above the arid confines of the Reformation’ and offers
to the Catholic theologian precious resources for the preparation of a phenomenology of
theological problems, in particular those related to faith: it could therefore lead to a renewal of
traditional theology and offer to the modern person an integral theology cordis et mentis.35
Fabro writes during a time when the emergence of existentialist thought in Italy carried on
despite Pope Pio X’s previous condemnation of modernism in Pascendi Dominici Gregis
(1907). But Fabro seeks to uphold the fundamental principles of Thomism as well as engage the
pressing issues of contemporary modernity in dialogue between these two worlds.
In short, Fabro’s re-discovery of Kierkegaard and Thomas reveals four ‘Kierkegaardian’
features of Fabro’s contribution to twentieth century Catholic theology: first, Fabro vindicates the
religious instances of Kierkegaard’s thought;36 second, Kierkegaard provides Fabro with a
positive alternative to materialist notions of history in Marxism;37 third, Fabro disassociates
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Kierkegaard’s theological and philosophical positions from Hegel;38 and finally, Fabro combines
Kierkegaard’s thought with Aristotelian realism.39 In this way, Fabro’s Thomism gains a
deepened sense of the metaphysical structure of the finite that exists through time, such that
theology does not reduce itself to accumulating proofs that demonstrate either the rationality of
the act of faith, or the supernatural transcendence of that same act of faith.40 Fabro emphasises that
‘the “overcoming of metaphysics” does not put metaphysics completely aside’.41 Hence, Fabro
claims that ‘the theological shape of ontology does not rest upon the fact that Greek metaphysics
has been assumed by the ecclesiastical theology of Christianity and elaborated from this’ but
rather it ‘rests upon the way in which it has, from the beginning, uncovered the ens as ens’.42 The
Kierkegaardian insight here has been recently stated succinctly by George Pattison:
Kierkegaard never denies that human beings are creatures, but he does not define this crea-
tureliness in terms of some ontological essence: the human being is not an individual sub-
stance of a rational essence but a being in dynamic and temporally charged ecstatic and open
dependence on God and this dependence first becomes actual in the individual’s concern for
the good. It is neither solely nor primarily in terms of our ontological status but in terms of our
hyper-ontological freedom .. . that we become capax dei, open to the possibility of the
God-relationship.43
Although Pattison moves to relate this Kierkegaardian stance to Rahner, it is actually Fabro that
fleshes this position out more explicitly. So far, I have shown how Fabro incorporates some of
Kierkegaard’s insights in his version of Thomism, but what is it about Kierkegaard’s writings
that lends itself to such appropriation?
In the first part of this article, I focused on how Fabro brings both Thomas and Kierkegaard
together making a genuine contribution to Thomism in the twentieth century. In this second
part, I want to turn the question around by exploring what aspects Fabro sees in Kierkegaard’s
writings that reveal a distinctive Catholic sensibility. It has long been suggested by some
Catholic readers of Kierkegaard that had he lived longer, he would have become a Roman
Catholic. Fabro takes this suggestion as a humorous joke; and instead of speculating about
Kierkegaard himself, Fabro takes very seriously the intelligibility of the joke by interrogating a
Catholic sensibility in Kierkegaard’s writings.44 To support this claim, I will spend the rest of
this article looking at Fabro’s emphasis on Kierkegaard’s Mariology and Ecclesiology.
KIERKEGAARD’S MARIOLOGY
In this section, I will show how Fabro draws upon Kierkegaard’s high regard for Mary to
illustrate his account of the relation of human and divine freedom. In this way, Fabro attempts
to make Kierkegaard more palatable to Catholic readers. Indeed, for Fabro
Freedom is the basis for truth, and in this, in the choice and decision of one’s own purpose
[proprio scopo] and in the qualification of one’s own being [proprio essere], there is no
difference between human freedom and that of God. For this reason, in the annunciation to
Mary, God waited to hear her response . . . But Mary also waited to respond, in order to respond
as she should with the freedom that is ordered toward the good.45
Here Fabro latches on to human freedom, which is one of the key themes in Kierkegaard’s
theological anthropology, and connects it with the human desire for the good.46 Significantly,
Fabro illustrates this point with the first disciple of Jesus: Mary, his mother. For Fabro, this is
not a passing illustration that grafts a Catholic sensibility on to Kierkegaard’s writings. On the
contrary, Fabro draws this illustration from Kierkegaard. For those who read Kierkegaard
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through Karl Barth, it may be alarming that a ‘hyper-protestant’ like Kierkegaard would have
anything good to say about the veneration of the Virgin Mary.47
Tucked away in the appendix of Walter Lowrie’s translation of Kierkegaard’s Fear and
Trembling, Lowrie observes that ‘It would be interesting and edifying to make an anthology of
the passages in which Søren Kierkegaard speaks of the Blessed Virgin’, because, Lowrie
continues, ‘surely no Protestant was ever so much engrossed in this theme, and perhaps no
Catholic has appreciated more profoundly the unique position of Mary’.48 Now, much has been
written on Kierkegaard’s theology of the Incarnation,49 but Fabro’s scholarship directly
responds to Lowrie’s clarion call for Italian Catholics to reinvigorate the Catholic world with
Kierkegaard’s thought.50 So, the distinctive theological feature that Fabro identifies in his
reading of Kierkegaard is not just the Incarnation, but also the Annunciation. Fabro says that the
Gospel writer portrays the Virgin Mary as receiving ‘a request from Above that was both a
consensus but also a supreme risk of freedom for both of them, as the Christian tradition has
clearly seen, and which has found a profound echo again in Kierkegaard’, whom Fabro calls,
‘the poet and theologian of the Annunciation’.51 For Fabro, Kierkegaard writes in the stance of
expectancy, which, after Mary’s ‘Yes’, becomes a constitutive feature of Christian disciple-
ship.52 Fabro’s observation here is valid today in Kierkegaard studies, as the prominent place of
Mary continues to be overlooked.53
In response to Lowrie’s request, Fabro catalogues how Kierkegaard constantly refers to Mary
in his Journals as ‘full of Grace’, ‘the pure Virgin’, the ‘faithful Virgin’, the ‘Madonna’, and the
‘Mother of God’.54 Yet it is not just the use of the Catholic titles that Fabro is interested in, but
rather Fabro observes how Kierkegaard focuses on the ‘existential situation’ of ‘the divine
maternity of Mary’.55 For instance in Fear and Trembling, Kierkegaard’s fictive author
Johannes de Silentio contrasts the distinctive faith of Abraham and Mary.56 Commenting on de
Silentio’s comparison between the existential situation of the maternal faith of Abraham and
Mary, Stephen Mulhall wonders whether Abraham’s
title ‘father of faith’ has a less honorific and more productive (or rather, reproductive) sense—
that to call him a father of faith means not so much that he is exemplary of faith as that true
faith is something that he fathered, something represented not so much in him as in his
offspring (both immediate and ultimate)?57
Later, Mulhall says that the upshot of de Silentio’s comparison is that Abraham’s ‘fatherhood
is dependent upon another’s acceptance of motherhood’, which confirms Kierkegaard’s earlier
point in the book that ‘the maturity of faith is reached in identification with femaleness rather
than maleness’.58 It is interesting that St. Thomas Aquinas also reaches for the figure of Isaac
when he talks about hope as being born by faith.59
Now, Fabro is alive to this theological point and says that by holding Mount Moriah and the
Annunciation together, Kierkegaard presents his reader with ‘two decisive points in the story of
humanity that indicate the extreme limit of dedication to which the creature, supported by
Grace, may never traverse’.60 Fabro concludes that for Kierkegaard, Mary is
the “prototype” of the “Extraordinary”, and her fiat, which the same God awaits for the
fulfilment of the Incarnation and salvation of humanity, is a completely voluntary and free fiat
in the acceptance of divine maternity, that makes Mary the model for every Christian in the
acceptance of the divine will.61
It is this aspect of the interaction of human and divine freedom that Fabro draws upon in
Kierkegaard’s work in order to illuminate Thomas’s theology of participation. And it is
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precisely this concrete example of humility that Kierkegaard is after in his attempt to help his
readers understand what it means to imitate Christ. Kierkegaard knows that his reader needs
such concrete examples, and this is why he turns to not only Mary, but also to the saints for
moral guidance on how to lead one’s own life as a Christian. This insight leads Fabro to
reconsider Kierkegaard’s Ecclesiology in comparison with the writings of John Henry
Newman. Fabro’s pairing of Newman and Kierkegaard may seem strange to some readers.
Especially in light of Bernard Reardon’s observation that Newman is ‘the outstanding religious
figure of his century, with the sole exception of Kierkegaard, a man of whom he himself had
probably never heard’.62 To see how and why Fabro held these seemingly disparate figures
together, we must now turn to the Ecclesiology of Newman and Kierkegaard.
THE ECCLESIOLOGY OF NEWMAN AND KIERKEGAARD
After the Second Vatican Council, Fabro saw some of his fellow theologians (like Hans Küng
and Karl Rahner) falling prey to a non-explicit faith that Fabro understood as inadvertently
endorsing the dissolution of dogmatic faith and the Church.63 In his 1976 article, ‘The Problem
of the Church in Newman and Kierkegaard’, Fabro argues that the problem facing the Catholic
Church is not a rejection of this or that particular dogma, but rather the overcoming of the need
for faith itself.64 Thus, Fabro draws on the shared commitments of Søren Kierkegaard and John
Henry Newman in order to find the resources necessary to confront what he sees as the
secularising tendencies at work in post-conciliar Catholic theology.
However, comparing Newman and Kierkegaard may seem counter-intuitive: since Newman
was eventually received into Roman Catholicism and Kierkegaard remained outside the Church
as a critic. Yet, Fabro describes their resemblance in terms of their shared critique of the
established Church as perpetuating the process of secularisation, which he sees extending into
late 20th century post-conciliar theology through the writings of Hegel and Heidegger. In doing
so, Fabro seeks to recover Newman and Kierkegaard’s emphasis upon the Church Militant—
that is, the Church that struggles against sin and the principalities and powers on earth, as
opposed to the Church triumphant in heaven. Although Fabro uses this medieval terminology to
make sense of the ecclesiology of Newman and Kierkegaard, the term can be better understood
by what Lumen Gentium describes as the ‘pilgrim people of God’.65
Now, Fabro characterises Newman’s response to secularisation with Pascal’s existential
dilemma: either atheism or the Roman Catholic Church.66 Moreover, Fabro says that for
Newman, both the existence of God and the unity of the spiritual life are connected in an
existential commitment.67 This is evident in the opening of Newman’s book on the Church
Fathers:
The Church is ever militant; sometimes she gains, sometimes she loses; and more often she is
at once gaining and losing in different parts of her territory. What is ecclesiastical history but
a record of the ever-doubtful fortune of the battle, though its issue is not doubtful? Scarcely are
we singing Te Deum, when we have to turn to our Misereres: scarcely are we in peace, when
we are in persecution: scarcely have we gained a triumph, when we are visited by a scandal.
Nay, we make progress by means of reverses; our griefs are our consolations; we lose Stephen,
to gain Paul, and Matthias replaces the traitor Judas.68
Here Newman offers us an understanding of the Church militant as moonlit—sometimes in full
view, other times not visible.69 Newman wants to emphasise that this sporadic appearing
represents failures to be what the Church claims to be in this world, which is always about
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anticipatory living out of what is already but not fully yet. What Newman offers the contem-
porary Church is a view of Christian existence in the modes of appearing, showing, discerning,
witnessing to that which is real.
In support of this view, Fabro points to the back story of Newman’s conversion in Apologia
Pro Vita Sua70 and his letter to the Duke of Norfolk in defence of papal infallibility as two
indications of Newman’s ecclesiological commitment to remain inside the Church. Based on
these texts, Fabro mentions three fundamental principles that Newman upheld: 1) The primacy
of Revelation and Dogma against construing faith as weak reason or prejudice; 2) An emphasis
on the Church militant with its sacraments and rites as conduits of grace; 3) A Critique of the
established Church through a retrieval of the faith of the Fathers.71 For John Macquarrie, the
parallel between Kierkegaard and Newman can best be seen in their writings on the problem
of ‘faith and reason and defending the autonomy of faith against the encroachments of
those rationalists who claimed an omni-competence for reason’.72 Likewise, Fabro portrays
Kierkegaard’s response to the elimination of the Church as a dilemma between ‘either the
Church militant or paganism’, which is not entirely unrelated to Fabro’s portrayal of Newman’s
dilemma of ‘either Roman Catholicism or atheism’.
However, George Pattison has recently framed the shared theological question between
Kierkegaard (in Philosophical Fragments) and Newman (in University Sermons) as primarily
‘Christological: how might human beings living under the sway of sin come to recognize and
receive the revelation of a sinless human life in Christ?’. Only subsequently does their question
become ecclesiological: ‘how might that revelation be communicated to others by those who
first received it?’.73 To answer the ecclesiological question, both Kierkegaard and Newman
point to the concrete moral example of the martyrs—the witnesses to the Truth—as the means
of transmission.74 Yet, the answer to the Christological question is inferred from the ecclesio-
logical problem for Newman, but for Kierkegaard, the original transmission of faith to the saints
cannot be wholly self-evident, that is, ‘derived from a purely empirical or a posteriori knowl-
edge of the Church’s history’. Pattison says that for Kierkegaard, ‘the individual’s relation to
the revelation of God in Jesus Christ must have a basis other than the mere fact of participation
in the life of the Church’.75
Now, this is not to say that Kierkegaard lacks or even shuns sacramental theology—a cursory
reading of his Communion Discourses would dispel such a hasty conclusion. Rather, returning to
Fabro’s interpretation, Kierkegaard emphasises the Church Militant, rather than the Church
Triumphant. In other words, Kierkegaard anticipates the view stated in Lumen Gentium: ‘the life
of the Church is hidden with Christ in God until it appears in glory with its Spouse’ (n. 49). It is
this hiddenness of the Church in Christ that prevents Kierkegaard from prematurely privileging
Newman’s claim of historical continuity. The theological upshot of Kierkegaard’s epistemic
humility is not to approach life in resentment, but gratitude. Or to say, with George Pattison, since
‘there can be no inerrant historical transmission of Christianity that acquires its validity from
anything other than the commitment of each individual Christian’, then we must, ‘receiv[e] our
lives—as do the lilies and the birds—direct from God’s hand as a good and perfect gift, a gift of
love’.76 Although some may construe this divergence between Newman and Kierkegaard as
irreconcilable, Fabro attempts to show how it can be construed as a difference in emphasis.
In this light, Fabro observes that both Kierkegaard and Newman level their critique of
Christendom from the standpoint of the Church militant as described in the New Testament (for
Kierkegaard) and Tradition (for Newman).77 Rather, Fabro points to Practice in Christianity,
where Kierkegaard’s fictive author, Anti-Climacus opposes the State to the Church to say that the
Church militant is not the Church triumphant.78 Moreover, Kierkegaard says that since Christ is
the way, the truth, and the life (Jn 14:6), this implies that ‘the truth does not naturally consist in
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knowing the truth, but in being the truth’ which is not ‘a product or result of history’.79 So even
though Pilate can claim historical continuity with Christ, even to physically see Christ, but despite
being in full possession of historical continuity, Pilate still fails to directly recognise the truth
(PC 214). For Anti-Climacus, truth is not a result that is already achieved like the invention of
gun powder—with a predecessor who spends twenty years inventing it and a successor that
spends much less time improving that invention. Rather for Anti-Climacus, truth is the way:
only the person who has travelled the way can triumphally celebrate; but he is no longer in this
world, he is now on high, as Christ was indeed also the way when he ascended to heaven . . .
[so] a Church triumphant in this world is an illusion, that in this world we can truthfully speak
only of a militant Church. But the Church militant is related, feels itself drawn, to Christ in
lowliness . . . [thus] a Church triumphant is always understood [as] a Church that wants to be
the Church triumphant here in this world. (PC 209)
Anti-Climacus does not jettison the theological category of the Church triumphant all together,
but rather places it in its proper context, saying ‘a Church triumphant in eternity is entirely in
order, corresponding to Christ’s being raised on high’ (PC 209). The problem for Anti-Climacus
is that once it is established that truth is a result that has already been achieved, then i) faith
becomes a mode of social morality, and ii) everyone is already a Christian by virtue of being
human, hence the struggle is over and we can all carry on with the next novelty as a matter of
course. Anti-Climacus’ problem is that this triumphalistic attitude actually undermines Chris-
tianity in particular and religious faith in general: ‘In the Church militant, it was piety to confess
Christianity; in established Christendom, it is piety to conceal it’ (PC 217).
Now Fabro detects here a ‘a very precise Catholic demand for the Church’ as described in the
New Testament, which is that the Church militant empowers the single existing individual to
imitate Christ in the world.80 Fabro also says that Kierkegaard’s ‘rupture with established
Christendom’ is not provoked by Kierkegaard’s despair, but rather an acute critical gesture that
is bound up with his understanding of the Church militant as the Church of the martyrs who
bore witness to Christ.81 By comparing Newman and Kierkegaard, Fabro overturns one of the
more prevalent misconceptions of Kierkegaard which has deterred Catholic theologians from
serious engagement—that is, his negative view of the Church.82 However, Fabro’s claim is that
both Newman and Kierkegaard are ‘without a doubt prophetic thinkers for us today’ who both
offer a critique of Christendom that should be read in light of ‘the continuity of thought and life
between the contemporary Church and the ancient Church’.83
After Henri de Lubac opened up the possibility of a critical and theological engagement with
modern atheism in Drama of Atheist Humanism (1944)—an approach that Pope Pius XII
subsequently condemned in Humani Generis (1950)—Fabro’s work brings the much needed
proficiency with the history of atheism to re-frame the terms of debate for Catholic engagement
with the contemporary world. In 1959, Fabro’s work on atheism led him to establish the
European Institute of the History of Atheism at the Pontifical Urbaniana University. Fabro’s
God in Exile (1968)84 began as a set of lectures that Fabro gave as a visiting professor at Notre
Dame University from February to May in 1965.85 Rosa Goglia says that Fabro had about 30–40
students signed up for his class entitled, ‘Principles of Immanence and the Genesis of
Atheism’.86 God in Exile is an updated translation of Fabro’s earlier two-volume work, Intro-
duzione all’ateismo moderno (1964)87 and represents over a decade of his engagement with
figures like Marx, Feuerbach, Hegel, and Heidegger.
Fabro’s massive tome comprises of over 1200 pages and is divided into nine parts. The
English subtitle aptly depicts the central thread of Fabro’s book: A Study of the Internal
Dynamic of Modern Atheism from Its Roots in the Cartesian Cogito to the Present Day. Fabro’s
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argument is that the Cartesian cogito is the seed that contains and yet evolves into modern
atheism. Although this claim is anachronistic in respect to the faith of Descartes himself, what
Fabro latches on to here is how the quest for certainty after Descartes divides the mind from the
world in terms of inner and outer, bracketing the creative activity of God by focusing instead on
the productivity of human rationality. In Fabro’s own words, he says that the ‘chief aim of this
volume is to chart the main thrust of the void gouged by the Cartesian cogito insofar as it has
driven man to that blank despair’.88
Fabro arrives at ‘the inner nucleus of modern atheism’ by first defining the phenomenon, and
then showing how it came to be by charting important philosophical controversies in a tour de
force: examining the work of figures like Descartes and Spinoza, to Hobbes, Locke and
Berkeley, up to d’Holbach, Lessing, Fichte, Schelling, Hegel, Feuerbach Engels, Marx and
Lenin, to Bradley and Dewey, on into Nietzsche, Jaspers, and Heidegger, to the dialectical
theologies of Barth, Bultmann, Tillich, and Bonhoeffer, to the radical theologies of Robinson
and Altizer. At the end of each part of the book, the translator Arthur Gibson has attached some
of Fabro’s clippings in the form of appendices. Gibson also provides a helpful introduction that
summarizes the book, which helps orient the reader. It is worth noting that against the claim of
‘death of god’ theologians, Fabro says that
Kierkegaard does indeed stand at the antipodes of the latest Protestant theologizing of the
Altizer sort, the theology that that desists from any critique of modern atheism and indeed
claims to start from it . . . Kierkegaard does categorically reject the “death of God” and he
refutes the negative conclusions of Hegel and Feuerbach; and this not only [stems] from
theological motives [but also] because of his own deep religious aspiration.89
In some respects, Fabro’s genealogy of atheism stands unrivalled until its argument was further
nuanced by Michael J Buckley’s At the Origins of Modern Atheism (1987),90 or Charles Taylor’s
Sources of the Self (1989).91 Indeed, prior to Taylor’s monumental work, it would be difficult to
find in the English speaking world a more resourceful compendium of the history of modern
atheism, than Fabro’s God in Exile (1968). For it was Fabro’s staunch resistance to Neo-
Scholasticism and its rationalistic orientation92 that led him to encounter Kierkegaard and
incorporate Kierkegaard’s critique of modern philosophy into his own thinking as a way of
overturning ‘the dominate interpretation of the Scholastic and Neo-Scholastic tradition which
portrayed Aquinas as an Aristotelian’.93 Although Fabro is not typically associated with the
ressourcement movement in pre-conciliar theology, there is enough evidence to include Fabro
in this renewal movement, indeed furnishing the groundwork for some of its central insights.
Now, Secular/radical theologians have often laid claim to extending Kierkegaard’s work in
pronouncing the death of God,94 but this is a common misreading of Kierkegaard asserts that his
critique of Christendom implies an anti-ecclesiology.95 But Fabro seeks to correct this misun-
derstanding by saying:
The Kierkegaardian principle simply says that in order to be a Christian, it is not enough to
accept a creed from a church in which one is baptised as a member. To be saved, one needs to
live in the every day reality of this faith because Christianity is not a doctrine but a commu-
nication of existence that must separate us from collusion with the aspirations of worldly gain:
career, wealth, pleasure, prestige. It is this that constitutes in concreto the Imitation of Jesus
Christ. Through this principle, the Church has its basis for Kierkegaard, and explains his
polemic against the situation of the State Church.96
Fabro reminds us that one cannot be a second generation Kierkegaardian because one cannot
perform the critical abseil without depending upon the structure which one criticises. Hence for
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all of his critical remarks, Kierkegaard presupposes, indeed loves the Church. So, Kierkegaard’s
criticism of the Church is best understood as finding fault with the Church for not being what
it really should be, and claims to be. By declaring this in terms of the Church being absent,
Kierkegaard thereby reinforces the underlying assumption that the Church is being what it is not
and not being what it is. Thus, Kierkegaard’s problem with the Church is disappointment not
disbelief; he believes too much not too little.
In the face of the contemporary crisis of faith, Fabro puts Kierkegaard before us because
Fabro values how Kierkegaard, albeit as some kind of Lutheran, still possesses a strangely
Catholic sense of the Church—in terms of its structure, performance, sociality, and sacra-
ments.97 Indeed, Fabro turns to Kierkegaard’s writings in order to break-up an overly secure
notion of ecclesial presence, and Fabro turns to Newman as one who had embraced the church,
but who gets his view of the Church from his wrestling with being an Anglican—a view of the
church that Catholicism typically finds difficult to sustain as fluidity cools into solidity of
structure and category. With both Kierkegaard and Newman, Fabro is resourcing Catholicism
not simply with its own internal resources—as most of the other ressourcement theologians
tended to do—but instead, Fabro resources Catholicism with the broader catholicity of the
Christian tradition that had been lost to view. In this light, Fabro is a fellow traveller with
someone like Yves Congar, but because Congar read Kierkegaard too closely to Luther, Congar
failed to see the resemblance between Kierkegaard and Newman.98 In the end, Fabro’s com-
parison between Kierkegaard and Newman highlights the need for reform and renewal in light
of the Catholic tendency to think in terms of stable structures of grace which can be seen to
under-emphasise human action and needs to be rejuvenated by an emphasis on grace as a
continually renewed act.
CONCLUSION: EXPANDING RESSOURCEMENT
Neglecting the twentieth century Catholic reception of Kierkegaard leads to some negative
consequences. First and foremost, overlooking Kierkegaard’s reception in Catholic theology is
symptomatic of restricting the available resources of Catholic theologians to only those figures
from the fourteenth century and earlier. This negative consequence is borne out in several
contemporary accounts of ressourcement theology, which restrict its focus in just this way. For
instance, Jürgen Mettepenningen describes nouvelle théologie as a ‘return to the thirteenth-
century Thomas Aquinas’ that ‘served as the preparatory step and permanent support in a return
to the sources of the faith’.99 Hans Boersma describes the primary task of nouvelle théologie
as ‘taking seriously Christianity’s encounter with Platonism’ in order ‘to recover the
church fathers, particularly the Eastern theologians, well known for their Platonist-Christian
proclivities’.100 Even John Milbank says of nouvelle théologie that the ‘initial aim was
ressourcement—a recovery of the riches of Christian tradition, especially prior to 1300’.101
Finally, Charles Taylor says that ressourcement is primarily ‘a return to the Patristic sources,
particularly the Greek fathers’.102 Although these descriptions rightly highlight the recovery
of the patristic material, it only tells part of the story. Indeed, Catholic engagement with
Kierkegaard reveals that there were contemporary resources available to Catholic theologians
which allowed them to resist the undesireable effects of the Enlightenment, which manifested
in the form of Neo-Scholasticism and modern atheism.
A second negative consequence is a distortion of the basic aims of ressourcement: what has
been widely asserted as the goal of ressourcement amounts to only one of the original stated
aims of Jean Daniélou’s programme.103 According to Daniélou, a return to the Fathers was a
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necessary but not sufficient resource for engaging contemporary issues. Indeed, Aidan Nichols
says that Daniélou held that it is increasingly important for Catholic theologians to follow ‘these
alien philosophers onto their own home ground, the better to respond to them’.104 So from its
inception, ressourcement was an engagement with contemporary philosophers as much as it
was an historical retrieval of the Fathers, Liturgy, or Scripture. The specific importance of
Kierkegaard as one of the contemporary philosophers can be seen in the favourable place he is
given in Daniélou’s original essay.105 It is in light of this that the need for an account of the
Catholic reception of Kierkegaard becomes increasingly clear.
In this article, I have shown the distinctive contribution that Fabro offers not only to Thomist
studies, but also to Kierkegaard studies. To do this, I have shown what Fabro learns from
Kierkegaard and the Catholic sensibility Fabro identifies in Kierkegaard’s writings. My study of
Fabro here has not been an exhaustive attempt, but rather a representative one that shores up for
the English-speaking world the originality of Fabro’s approach. As a result, my hope is that
readers engaged in Catholic studies and Kierkegaard studies would turn to Fabro’s work in
order to further flesh out a mutual exchange that benefits both disciplines. To accomplish this,
more of Fabro’s writings must be translated into English. But this task must be left for another
day. For now, it has been my claim that Kierkegaard was just as influential for Fabro as Thomas,
and this was not merely circumstantial, but necessary to the ongoing development of Catholic
theology and Kierkegaard studies. Jamie Ferreira has it right when she concludes that
An appreciation of the significance of Kierkegaard’s writings will, therefore, have to
include his reception by very different kinds of audiences . . . much of the lasting impact of
Kierkegaard’s writings will be on readers who find in these writings something that resonates
with them, that provokes them in profound ways, that awakens them to something of value in
themselves, and helps them revision and cope with their lives.106
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